Special calcium appetite in laying hens.
An experiment was conducted to study calcium appetite and dietary calcium level related to laying hen performance. The experiment consisted of three periods: pre-experimental, training, and experimental. A total of 80 commercial strain laying hens (58 weeks old) were divided into two groups. One group (20 birds) served as a control throughout the experiment and was fed 3.5% dietary calcium without a free-choice calcium supplement. The other 60 birds were randomly divided into 3 sets of 20 and were all fed 3.5% dietary calcium for a pre-experimental period (13 days) as an adaptation period to a new environment prior to a training period (5 weeks). Dietary calcium level was decreased by .5% each week through the 5th week (to 1% Ca) for all 60 hens during the training period. The birds were given access to a free-choice calcium supplement (calcium carbonate granules) during both the pre-experimental and training periods. This dietary regimen was used in an effort to allow all hens to adapt to a supplemental feeding program and be prepared or conditioned for sudden changes in dietary calcium level. At the end of the training period, the 3 sets of 20 hens were fed either 1, 3, or 5% dietary calcium and a free-choice calcium supplement for 6 weeks. As dietary calcium level was increased, there was a decrease in free-choice supplemental calcium intake; however, all birds (except controls) consumed very large amounts of calcium. The training procedure was successful: no hens rejected the supplement. Neither dietary calcium level nor total calcium intake affected feed intake.(ABSTRACT TRUNCATED AT 250 WORDS)